
David Griffith, the Forgotten 
Arlington Patriot 

BY WILLARD J. WEBB 

Little remembered today, David Griffith was a Revolutionary War pa­
triot. He served with distinction as a chaplain and surgeon in the Continental 
Army and then came to the Fairfax Parish to be the minister at Christ Church in 
Alexandria and lived in the glebe house in present day Arlington. George Wash­
ington, his former commander and friend, would be his most prominent parish­
ioner. Griffith farmed his glebe and conducted a school at the glebe house. He 
included two of Washington's nephews among his students. He played an im­
portant role in the organization of the Episcopal Church in both Virginia and 
the United States and was elected the first bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of 
Virginia, although he was never able to serve. 

Born in New York City in 1742 of a Welsh father and a New York mother, 
David Griffith received his early schooling in New York. He then traveled to 
London to study medicine and received a medical degree in 1762. Returning to 
New York, he began the practice of medicine and married Hannah Colville of 
that city. Griffith soon realized that he did not find medicine a satisfying career 
and decided to become a minister. After studying at Kings College, later Co­
lumbia University, he again went to London to be ordained by the Bishop of 
London in the Church of England.1 The trip was necessary since there was 
never a Church of England bishop in all of colonial America. 

Upon his return from London, Griffith was sent to Gloucester County, 
New Jersey, as a missionary by the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel. 2 

He left New Jersey after only five weeks. He found his salary meager and was 
"entirely disappointed of the House & Glebe." He feared that it would be im­
possible to support his family on "so scanty an allowance."3 

Like other Church of England ministers in the northern colonies where 
there was no established church, Griffith looked to Virginia. It was the largest 
and wealthiest of the thirteen colonies. There the Church of England had been 
the established church since the start of the colony. The Virginia ministers re­
ceived a bountiful annual salary of 16,000 pounds of tobacco, the equivalent of 
50 pounds sterling, and each parish, by law, provided its minister a glebe of at 
least 200 acres (though many were much larger) where he could grow his own 
crops to supplement his living. In addition, the Virginia parishes also had sub­
stantial glebe houses for their ministers. With a letter of introduction from sev­
eral New York ministers, David Griffith came to Virginia in 1771. He stayed 
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with William Byrd II at Westover for several weeks. He preached twice at the 
Westover Church and impressed the parishioners, including the Harrisons at 
nearby Berkeley plantation. Griffith hoped to become the minister of the 
Westover Parish, but it already had a minister.4 

With the recommendation of Byrd, David Griffith did become the minister 
of Shelburne Parish in Loudoun County in 1771,5 and he and his family, which 
now included several small children, moved to Loudoun. Shelburne was a new 
parish that had been cut off from Cameron Parish in 1770. The Shelburne Parish 
vestry immediately purchased a 465-acre glebe and built a brick glebe house, one 
of the largest of the Virginia glebe houses, for Griffith and his farnily. 6 

The Griffiths arrived in Virginia just when the first rumblings of the Revo­
lution were arising, and David Griffith's sympathies were completely with the 
colonies. Following the Boston Tea Party in December 1773, the British Par­
liament instituted repressive measures against the Massachusetts colony, in­
cluding the sending of troops to Boston. In May 1774, the Virginia House of 
Burgesses ordered a day of fasting, humiliation, and prayer in Virginia to show 
support for Massachusetts and denounced the coercive Parliamentary acts. Lord 
Dunmore, the Virginia governor, promptly dissolved the House. The burgesses 
reassembled the next day, May 27, 177 4, at the Raleigh Tavern and adopted a 
resolution urging the other twelve colonies to join in a boycott of various Brit­
ish goods and calling for a congress of representatives of all the colonies in 
Philadelphia to coordinate colonial issues.7 Ninety burgesses signed the 27 May 
resolution, including Peyton Randolph, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, 
Patrick Henry, Richard Henry and Francis Lightfoot Lee, and Thomas Nelson. 
David Griffith, who happened to be in Williamsburg on church business, joined 
twenty-one other private citizens in signing the resolution.8 Thus from the be­
ginning, Griffith was acquainted with the Virginia patriots. 

In December 1775, soon after the British had burned Norfolk, Griffith 
preached at Bruton Parish Church in Williamsburg and emphatically set out his 
support for the revolutionary cause. "The dispute," he said in his sermon: 

... is whether the king's subjects in America, their lives and 
property, are at the ABSOLUTE DISPOSAL of the king and his 
subjects in England, ... if this be the case, their situation is truly 
slavish and [the colonists] are justly alarmed for the 
consequences.9 

Shortly thereafter, Griffith left Shelburne Parish and entered military ser­
vice. He served as surgeon with Captain William Grayson's Prince William 
County Battalion stationed in Williamsburg. 10 While with that unit, he went 
with a party that rowed out to the British man-of-war Roebuck anchored in the 
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Anne Webb 
Shelburne Parish Glebe House. The center two-story portion was built 1772-1773 for Griffith and 
his family while he was minister of the parish. 

York River where Governor Dunmore had taken refuge when he fled from 
Williamsburg. The party attempted to resolve the differences between the gov­
ernor and the colony, but it had no success. 11 

On February 28, 1776, David Griffith became the chaplain and surgeon 
of the 3d Virginia Regiment in the Continental Line where he would serve for 
the remainder of his service in the Revolution. 12 During the early months of 
1776, the 3d Virginia trained in the Williamsburg area. Then in August, follow­
ing the Declaration of Independence, it moved north to New York13 where it 
suffered heavy losses (60 killed) in the disastrous Battle of Long Island. A year 
later, the 3d Virginia was in the fierce and bloody Battle of Brandywine. The 
Continental army suffered losses of over 1,000 men and was pushed back by 
the advancing British General Howe. 14 Although Griffith's work caring for and 
ministering to the dying and wounded must have been arduous and heart-rend­
ing, he was not discouraged. He wrote to his wife several days after the battle: 

Fame will have informed you by this time that we have had a 
battle. Though unfortunate, it will, by no means, be so ruinous 
as report & the tongues of the Tories will make it. We were 
repulsed & lost the ground but our enemy purchased it dearly .. 
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.. Our Regt. suffered more than any in the Line & acquired 
greater glory. We lost upwards to forty men killed and wounded.15 

Then came the agonizing winter of 1777-1778 with the 3d Virginia in 
winter quarters with the Continental Army at Valley Forge. Cold, disease, and 
hunger brought great suffering to the troops and many deserted. Here David 
Griffith cared for the sick and became well acquainted with George Washing­
ton. He was able to have a brief visit with his family who had remained in 
Loudoun. 16 

Spring brought a great improvement. Fresh recruits arrived and General 
Baron von Steuben instilled discipline and tactical skills in the Continental forces, 
and Washington and the Continental Army took the offensive. Sir Henry Clinton, 
who had succeeded General Howe, withdrew from Philadelphia and moved across 
New Jersey toward New York. Washington and his army followed and gave battle 
at Monmouth. During the course of the battle, Washington's second-in-command, 
General Charles Lee, ordered a retreat of his forces at a critical point when it 
seemed unwarranted. Washington personally took command and rallied the army. 
After an intense day-long battle, Clinton withdrew and the Continental forces 
had proved themselves equal to the British regulars. 17 

Many years after this battle, George Washington Parke Custis wrote of 
the Lee incident and told of the involvement of David Griffith in a chapter of 
his Memoirs of George Washington, which he entitled "Mysteries of the Revo­
lution." Custis related that, late the night before the Battle of Monmouth, Griffith 
arrived at Washington's headquarters and warned Washington "against the con­
duct of Major-General Lee in to-morrow's battle." 18 The Lee incident is well 
substantiated, but no other documentation has been found to confirm this strange 
story about Griffith. How did Custis, who had not been born at the time of the 
Battle of Monmouth, learn of this story concerning Griffith? Did George Wash­
ington relate it to him in later years? We shall, perhaps, never know. 

During the summer of 1778, Washington moved his troops to New York 
along the Hudson just above New York City. There in September an American 
unit with 104 horsemen under the command of Lieutenant Colonel George 
Baylor was ambushed by the British. Many of the Americans were killed and 
wounded. Baylor and forty of his wounded men were taken prisoner. In a mag­
nanimous act, the British commander, General Lord Cornwallis, allowed David 
Griffith to cross the British lines to treat Baylor and the other wounded Ameri­
cans. Cornwallis ordered that "Mr. Griffith a Surgeon belonging to General 
Washington's Army, shall not be made prisoner, nor Molested in any manner 
by any of His Majesty's Troops during his attendance on Colonel Baylor and 
the rest of the Wounded of his Corps ... " The following day, in a further act of 
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kindness, Cornwallis sent Griffith "a few Lemons that were got by accident" 
for the use of Colonel Baylor. 19 

Throughout his military service, David Griffith was continually concerned 
for the welfare of his wife and small children and missed them terribly as his 
letters frequently indicated. In July 1776, he wrote: 

Dearest Hanny, the anxiety and uneasiness I suffer at being 
separated from you & our Dear little flock is excessive, & were 
it not for the sense of Duty which actuates me- Duty to my 
Country & A Duty to my Family, it would be unsupportable; but 
for these, the fatigue I endure & the Sacrifice which I make of 
Domestic ease and the endearments of our happy Connubial 
State, I am determined to endure . . . . 20 

In December of that year, he wrote again: "I long much to see you my 
Dearest Hannah-to know how you go on .... "21 He wrote in November 1777: 

Be assured my Dearest Hanny, that you and my Dearest Children 
are the Grand Objects of my cares, and tho' the affairs of my 
Country and the occupations in which I am here engaged engross 
very much of my thoughts, yet they are much employed on the 
Dearest Objects I have left behind me. 

Just a week later, he wrote Hannah: 

Tell Our Dear Children that I long to see them. I have a thousand 
things to say to them and long for an opportunity to gratify myself 
in a little chit-chat with the Dearest Creatures. It is a matter of 
concern to me I do assure that it is not in my Power to bring 
them some little Article of Dress or some toys to amuse them. 22 

In the fall of 1778, he wrote in a similar vein to Hannah: 

The season is approaching, my Dearest Love, that I hope will 
soon send the army into winter quarters and me into your arms. 
Believe me, my Hanny, I long, ardently for that time . .. . Tell 
my Sweet Babes how I love them and long to see them-imprint 
ten thousand kisses on their sweet lips for me.23 

Perhaps because of concern for his family, David Griffith decided to leave 
military service. In the fall of 1778, he received a letter from Captain Richard 
Conway, a vestryman of the Fairfax Parish, inviting him to be the minister of the 
parish. It was a large and prosperous parish, and in writing to Hannah about the 
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invitation, Griffith told her the parish had "a very fine Glebe" and that he would 
prefer it to "most places I know in Virginia."24 Obviously, the chance to be reunited 
with his wife and family and the prospect of a good glebe proved too tempting to 
resist. Griffith left the Continental Army in March 1779 and he and his family took 
up residence in the glebe house of Fairfax parish in what is now Arlington.25 

David Griffith was proud of his Revolutionary War service, and shortly 
after the conflict he joined the Society of the Cincinnati, a patriotic organiza­
tion of revolutionary army officers.26 During the spring of 1783, a group of 
officers led by Baron von Steuben and Generals Henry Knox and Horatio Gates 
organized the Society, and George Washington became the President General. 
The Society adopted an Institution, a statement of principles, which charged 
the Society to "preserve inviolate those exalted rights and liberties of human 
nature, for which they have fought and bled ... . " The Institution provided for 
societies in all thirteen of the states. 27 Brigadier General Muhlenberg organized 
the Virginia Society of the Cincinnati at a meeting in Fredericksburg in Octo­
ber 1783. David Griffith did not attend that meeting, but he did travel to 
Fredericksburg on July 4, 1785 for a meeting of the Virginia Society. Although 
not enough members attended "to constitute a Meeting," Griffith did join the 
Society and was recorded as an "original" member.28 

The Fairfax Parish to which David Griffith came in 1779 was a relatively 
new parish. It had been cut off from Truro Parish in 1764 and included the area 
between Little Hunting Creek, the Potomac and the mountains. It had two 
churches, Christ Church in Alexandria and the Falls Church, though the latter 
had been virtually abandoned by the time Griffith arrived in the parish. The 
new vestry had selected Townsend Dade as the first minister and purchased a 
glebe of four hundred and some odd acres midway between the two churches. 
In the years 1773-1775, the vestry had built a commodious story-and-half, brick 
glebe house with appropriate outbuildings.29 

Reverend Dade moved into the new glebe house, but did not remain long. 
He and the vestry soon had a disagreement, 30 and he resigned his ministry and 
relinquished the house in 1778. The vestry then in September 1778 selected the 
Reverend William West to be the minister, but it seems doubtful that he ever 
served or lived in the glebe house, for at a meeting on February 17, 1779, the 
Fairfax Parish Vestry accepted Mr. West's resignation and unanimously ap­
proved David Griffith as the minister, instructing the church wardens to put 
him in possession of the parish glebe. 31 

Precisely when David Griffith arrived in the Fairfax Parish cannot be deter­
mined. He resigned from the Continental Army on March 18, 1779.32 His wife 
and small children had remained in Loudoun County while Griffith was away in 
the army. Entries in David Griffith's account book show a gap between February 
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10 and May 22, 177933 and it would 
seem that he moved his family to the 
Fairfax Glebe during this period. Dur­
ing the 1770s and 1780s, the Fairfax 
Parish Vestry met infrequently, usually 
only twice a year and sometimes not 
even that often, and Griffith did not at­
tend his first vestry in the parish until 
June 27, 1780.34 Several months earlier, 
in February 1780, the Griffiths' third 
son and fourth child, Colvin, was born. 
Four more children would join the fam­
ily in the following years.35 

The Society adopted an 
Institution, a statement of 

principles, which 
charged the Society to 

"preserve inviolate those 
exalted rights and 

liberties of human nature, 
for which they have 

fought and bled . ... " 

Throughout his life David Griffith kept an account book. His father had 
begun it for him in 1749, when David was only seven, and Griffith continued it 
for the rest of his life, recording in chronological order both income received 
and expenditures. But what would appear to be an invaluable source about 
Griffith's life and activities proves disappointing. For while Griffith carefully 
listed amounts and dates, he only occasionally indicated the source of the in­
comes or the nature of the expenditures, and the portion of the book covering 
the years at the Fairfax Parish is much more sketchy and incomplete than the 
earlier part of the book. 36 Nonetheless, one can glean something about Griffith 's 
activities in the Fairfax Parish from the book. 

Griffith immediately turned to farming when he arrived at the Fairfax 
Parish Glebe. He had been a diligent farmer at Shelburne in the years just 
before the war, and his account book shows expenditures for plowing, sowing 
and making fences and the sale of com. In the fall of 1779, he purchased 14 
bushels of wheat and 20 bushels of rye obviously for fall planting. Then, in 
February 1780, he sold 905 pounds of tobacco to Bryan Fairfax in Alexandria. 
It would seem doubtful that Griffith could have planted a crop of tobacco after 
his arrival at the glebe since tobacco had to be started early in the spring but, 
perhaps, an overseer had planted the tobacco. Griffith did have an overseer at 
the glebe for the last entry in the account book was a payment by Hannah 
Griffith in September 1789, four months after Griffith's death, in a final reck­
oning for all accounts with the overseer. The account book shows no further 
sales of tobacco, but by this time, planters in Virginia were turning away from 
tobacco cultivation in favor of grains, and the hilly land of the glebe would not 
have been as suitable for tobacco as the broad fields of the tidewater. 

Griffith did continue to raise grain, and his account book again records a 
purchase of 14 bushels of wheat in early 1784, probably for spring planting. 
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Anne Webb 
Fairfax Parish Glebe House, before the 2005-2006 renovation. The glebe house that Griffith lived in 
burned in 1795. The surviving house today is a 19th century rebuilding with additions. Only a few 
fragments of brickwork in the basement walls survive from the original house. 

Griffith also raised livestock at the glebe. In July 1785, he sold 34 hogs and five 
months later 13 sows, 10 barrows (castrated pigs), and one boar. Later, in 1787, 
the account book shows the purchase of a "grey mare" for two pounds, eight 
shillings. 37 The farming of the glebe did not provide a bountiful living for Griffith 
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and his family. In a letter of November 1788, he commented to a friend: "My 
present dependence for the support of a large family is my Glebe, which, tho' 
extensive, is but poor land and requires close attention to procure from it a 
sufficiency of necessaries."38 

The matter of Griffith's salary as the minister of Fairfax Parish posed a 
problem. Before the Revolution, an annual parish levy on all land owners had 
provided a regular and ample income, allowing the parishes of the established 
church to pay the ministers, build churches, purchase glebes and build glebe 
houses. But, in 1776, in the first step in disestablishing the church, the new 
Virginia General Assembly had stripped the vestries of all authority to levy the 
parishes except for support of the poor, orphans, and widows. Now the par­
ishes no longer had an assured source of income to pay the ministers. When 
Griffith came to Fairfax Parish, a group of prominent parishioners agreed to 
pay an annual subscription to provide for his salary. 39 Later, when he returned 
to Mount Vernon after the end of the Revolution, George Washington became 
one of these subscribers.40 

Griffith received some salary payments in tobacco, which had been the 
medium of exchange in Virginia before the Revolution. 4 1 He also received ad­
ditional income in the form of payments for marriages, baptisms, and funerals. 
The account book shows that Griffith received payment for services in the 
amounts of 75 pounds, 15 shillings; 38 pounds, 9 shillings; and 26 pounds, 5 
shillings in the years 1782, 1783, and 1784, respectively, though there is no 
indication of what specific services he supplied. Nor does the account book 
show any similar payments during the other years that Griffith was at the glebe.42 

For an additional source of income, David Griffith took into the glebe 
house for board and education several boys each year. He had done this at 
Shelburne Parish and continued the practice at the Fairfax Parish. In 1784, his 
students included George Steptoe Washington and Lawrence Augustine Wash­
ington, the sons of George Washington 's deceased younger brother Samuel. 
Griffith's account book shows several payments during that year for "washing" 
(laundry) for the Washington boys.43 On July 12, 1784, Griffith wrote to George 
Washington to inform him that his nephews had been "badly supply'd" with 
clothing when they had arrived with him. But the boys' guardian, James Nourse, 
Griffith related, had instructed him to furnish them with "clothing and every 
necessary without any restrictions," and he was happy to report that the neph­
ews had "a sufficiency of clothing for growing boys & ... in that respect, they 
are much better off than any of the young Gentlemen who are with me."44 

David Griffith and George Washington had become well acquainted dur­
ing Griffith's service with the Continental Army, especially during the hard 
winter of 1777-1778 at Valley Force, and with Washington 's return to Mount 
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Vernon in 1783, the two men resumed their friendship. Griffith was a frequent 
visitor at Mount Vernon, coming to dinner and staying the night. Washington's 
diaries record ten such visits by Griffith in the years 1784-1788.45 One of those 
visits in September 1785 was to attend the marriage of Washington's nephew, 
George Augustine Washington, to Fanny Bassett, a niece of Martha Washing­
ton. There is no indication, however, that Washington ever returned the visits 
or stayed with Griffith at his glebe house. The two did share interests in farm­
ing and gardening. In February 1786, Washington bought "a Goose & Gander 
of the Chinese breed of Geese" from Griffith, and on one visit to Mount Vernon, 
Griffith brought Washington "two of the large white ( or Portugal) Peach trees 
and 2 Scions from a tree growing in his garden, to which he [Griffith] could 
give no name-the last for my shrubberies."46 

Griffith had also come to know Lafayette during the Revolution, and when 
Lafayette visited George Washington in August 1784,47 Griffith dined with him 
and the Washingtons at Mount Vernon. Since there is no George Washington 
diary for August 1784, the exact date of the dinner is not recorded, but in a 
letter to Griffith some two years later, Lafayette recalled their conversation at 
Mount Vernon.48 During the same visit Washington and Lafayette honored the 
"Gentlemen" of Alexandria with a dinner at Lomax 's Tavern.49 The names of 
the attendees were not recorded, but Griffith was almost certainly among them. 
Later, in a letter to Washington in October 1786, Lafayette asked that his "Af­
fectionate Compliments" be paid to "doctor Griffith."50 

Griffith was always short of money and quite dependent upon the annual 
subscriptions51 of his parishioners for his salary. These payments were some­
times late and not always sufficient for his needs. Once when Griffith sought a 
loan for five hundred pounds, George Washington wrote a letter of recommen­
dation for him. "From a long & intimate acquaintance with Mr. Griffith," Wash­
ington wrote, "I have a high opinion of his worth, and entire dependence on his 
representations .... "52 Even Washington proved delinquent in his subscription 
payments and Griffith had to appeal to him several times for his money. In 
April 1787, he wrote from the glebe stating: 

Being under the necessity of immediately discharging some 
claims against me, I am obliged to call upon my friends for their 
subscriptions to enable me to avoid a threatning difficulty-My 
Son waits on you for yours due for the last year, and you will 
oblige me greatly in discharging it.53 

In March the following year, Griffith again sent his son to Mount Vernon 
with a letter requesting Washington for his payment though there is no indica­
tion that the son came away with it.54 Eight months later, in November 1788, 
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Griffith sent yet another plaintive letter. "Being much in want of Money to 
furnish my family with the necessary Winter clothing," he requested the pay­
ment of the subscription "which was due on the l st day of August last."55 

David Griffith occupied himself during much of his time as minister of 
the Fairfax Parish with the organization of the new Episcopal Church in Vir­
ginia and in the United States. The final demise of the established church in 
Virginia came in 1784. In that year, the Virginia General Assembly stripped the 
old established church of its last remaining remnant of authority. It removed 
the authority of the vestries to levy the parishes for support of the poor and 
provided for overseers of the poor in each county to take over that responsibil­
ity. 56 Now the former established Church of England became the Protestant 
Episcopal Church of Virginia, a denomination just like the former dissenting 
denominations-the Methodists, Baptists, Presbyterians, and Mennonites. 

The problem was that that the new Episcopal Church had no organiza­
tional structure. During the colonial period, the established church in Virginia 
had come under the authority of the Bishop of London, but the bishop had 
never come to Virginia. The individual parishes with their ministers and ves­
tries were the only structure of the church. The new Episcopal Church not only 
in Virginia, but in the other states as well, now had no bishops or any other 
organization to deal with church matters beyond the parish level. 

Even before the final disestablishment, David Griffith had recognized the 
problems for the emerging new church. In the fall of 1783, he wrote a friend and 
fellow minister in Richmond urging "som-:. well-regulated plan" to prevent the 
ruin of the church. He recommended a convention of the Virginia clergy in Rich­
mond during the following spring to consider the "important business of regulat­
ing the affairs of the Church,"57 Griffith's suggestion was taken up and a conven­
tion of the clergy met for several days in Richmond in June 1784. David Griffith, 
of course, attended, but no record of the proceedings survives. The only resulting 
action was a petition to the Virginia General Assembly for the right of the Episco­
pal Church to incorporate and regulate its spiritual concerns. 58 

Meantime, Griffith had been in correspondence with ministers in other states 
concerning the need for organization of the Episcopal Church in the United States 
with a convention of clergy from all the states. An initial meeting did occur in 
New York in October 1784 with Griffith attending as an unofficial observer from 
Virginia. The meeting adopted a call for a general convention the following year 
in Philadelphia. 59 At another convention of the Virginia Episcopal Church in Rich­
mond in June 1785, David Griffith was elected one of the two clerical deputies to 
attend the general convention in Philadelphia in the corning September. He did 
attend the September meeting and was elected secretary. This first General Con­
vention of the Episcopal Church adopted a constitution for the church and re-
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vised the prayer book. One of its final actions was a motion thanking Griffith for 
"his ability and diligence in the discharge of his duty as Secretary."60 

In May 1786, a convention of the Virginia Episcopal Church met again in 
Richmond and David Griffith was elected bishop of the Protestant Episcopal 
Church of Virginia. He received thirty-two votes while two other candidates gar­
nered ten and seven votes, respectively. Since there were still no bishops in the 
United States, Griffith needed to travel to England for consecration, and the con­
vention called upon the Virginia vestries to collect funds to pay Griffith's ex­
penses for the trip.61 

A month later, Bishop-elect Griffith traveled again to Philadelphia to at­
tend the second General Convention of the Episcopal Church, where he was 
elected president. That year the convention accomplished little of substance,62 

but after its close, the University of Pennsylvania conferred a doctor of divinity 
degree on David Griffith.63 Later, in December of that year, Lafayette wrote 
from Paris to congratulate Griffith on his election as bishop, remembering their 
meeting and conversations at Mount Vernon. "I have ever Been, and shall ever 
be," Lafayette wrote, "Your sincere friend and Admirer," and invited Griffith 
to visit him in Paris when he traveled to England for consecration.64 

For the following three years, Griffith attempted, without success, to raise the 
funds for a trip to England for consecration. He did not have the personal means for 
it, and those years following the Revolution were a time of economic depression in 
Virginia. The Fairfax Parish could not raise the money nor did any other Virginia 
parishes contribute. Although the record does not clearly indicate, it seems that 
church politics may have been involved. Then as now, there may have been a preju­
dice against northern Virginia for a faction in Williamsburg apparently did not 
want Griffith as bishop.65 Meanwhile, the bishops-elect from Pennsylvania and 
New York did travel to London for consecration. Since three bishops were needed 
for the consecration ceremony, even the return home of the two new bishops did 
not make Griffith's consecration possible in the United States.66 

Obviously discouraged, David Griffith went to Philadelphia in late July 
1789 to attend the General Convention. After a brief illness, he died on the morn­
ing of August 3 at the early age of forty-seven in the home of his close friend 
William White, the new bishop of Pennsylvania. After an elaborate funeral, with 
a procession of all the members of the Convention as well as the clergy of the 
other denominations of the city, Griffith was buried in the yard of Christ Church, 
Philadelphia.67 In an obituary several days later, the Pennsylvania Gazette praised 
him: 

16 

This Gentleman had filled various departments, as well civil as 
religious, and in all had conducted himself with such decency 
of deportment and strict attention to duty, as will embalm his 
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memory with his friends, and, when grief shall begin to yield to 
reflection, will furnish most effectual and most lasting 
consolation to his family. 68 

David Griffith died without a will and leaving various debts. Griffith had 
received over 6,000 acres of land in what would become Kentucky in 1783 as 
a bounty grant for his service in the Revolutionary army. That was the amount 
of land awarded officers of lieutenant colonel rank. There is no record that he 
ever visited this land or made any attempt to use or sell it. In 1791, the Virginia 
General Assembly passed a special law for the appointment of trustees to sell 
these bounty lands and allow Hannah Griffith to settle the outstanding debts.69 

David Griffith's death did end the Griffith family 's association with the 
Fairfax Parish Glebe House. In March 1790, Bryan Fairfax succeeded Griffith as 
the minister of the Fairfax Parish,70 but Fairfax did not move into the glebe house, 
choosing to live in his own house, Mount Eagle, located below Alexandria City. 
Fairfax's daughter Elizabeth had married David Griffith, Jr., and Bryan Fairfax 
allowed the young couple to live in the glebe house. When Fairfax resigned as 
minister in 1792, the Griffith couple vacated the house, which fire destroyed 
three years later. 71 

David Griffith was an ardent patriot. During the Revolution he not only 
ministered to the spiritual needs of the Continental Army, but he also treated 
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Courtesy of Christ Church, Philadelphia 
Stained glass window representation of the first general convention of the Episcopal Church in 
September 1785. David Griffith who served as secretary is the fourth from the right (in profile). 
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the sick, wounded, and dying. After the war, while the minister at the Fairfax 
Parish, he took the lead in organizing the Episcopal Church in both Virginia 
and the United States. Yet today, he is completely forgotten and receives no 
recognition for either role. No chapter of the Daughters of the American Revo­
lution (DAR) bears his name to honor his Revolutionary service. A historic 
marker on North 17th Street in front of the Glebe House names prominent per­
sons who have lived in the house, including Bryan Fairfax, Eighth Lord Fairfax; 
Peter Van Ness, the Mayor of Washington; Clark Mills, the sculptor (who prob­
ably never lived in the house); Caleb Cushing, the first US minister to China; 
and State Senator Frank Ball. But Griffith's name does not appear, and his 
grave in the yard of Christ Church in Philadelphia is unmarked and lost. 

During the Nineteenth Century, the Christ Church in Philadelphia installed 
a series of stained glass windows commemorating key events in the history of 
the church. One portrayed the first general convention held in 1785, where the 
basic organization and structure of the Episcopal Church was adopted. David 
Griffith represented Virginia at that convention and served as the secretary, and 
he is depicted in the window. Since the window was done many years after 
Griffith's death, his likeness can only have been representational rather than an 
actual portrait. Then, during the 1980's, Christ Church removed the windows 
for cleaning and restoration. During the process, it was decided that these Vic­
torian stained glass windows were inappropriate for an 18th century church 
building and they were placed in storage. Plans call for the windows to be 
reinstalled in the church's Neighborhood House, but funds have never been 
found for the project. So this one recognition of David Griffith's service is now 
also lost to the public. 

Willard J. Webb is a longtime Arlington resident and Arlington Historical 
Society member. He served as a government historian for 34 years, culminat­
ing in his assignment as Chief of the Historical Office of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff. He has been a frequent contributor to the Magazine over the years, sub­
mitting his first article, "John Mason of Analostan Island," in 1976. 
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